Managing anemia in the critically ill patient.
Anemia of critical illness is a multifactorial condition caused by phlebotomy, ongoing blood loss, and inadequate production of red blood cells. It occurs early in the course of critical illness. Although red blood cell transfusion is the treatment of choice for immediate management of anemia in the intensive care unit, controversy surrounds the most appropriate hemoglobin concentration or hematocrit "trigger." Therapeutic options, including blood-conservation tools, minimization of phlebotomy, erythropoietic agents, and investigational oxygen-carrying agents, may be alternatives to red blood cell transfusions in critically ill patients with anemia. Patient selection for erythropoietic agents will depend on further work dealing with outcomes and the total cost of care in managing the anemia of critical illness.